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The Tārīkh al-Sūdān, the so-called Tarīkh al-fattāsh, and the Notice historique, Timbuktu’s 
three famous seventeenth-century tārīkhs (chronicles) piqued the interest of Western 
scholars, travellers and colonial officials since the mid nineteenth-century. The first Western 
written works began to be produced at the end of the nineteenth century and burgeoned over 
the twentieth century with several large projects continuing into the present century, as recent 
as 2015. These works were primarily, though not exclusively, concerned with the authorship, 
sources, political properties of the tārīkhs, and Timbuktu’s social history. This article is 
interested in Muslim theology as a resource of the Tārīkh al-Sūdān, one the three tārīkhs. It 
focuses in particular on the precepts of Ashʿarī kalām (theology) of Sunni Islam as the key 
resource the author of the Tarīkh al-Sūdān.   	
												
 
In 1853 Heinrich Barth obtained a copy of the Tārīkh al-Sūdān and in 1896 Felix Du Bois1 
obtained a few fragments of the Tārīkh al-fattāsh in 1896. Octave Houdas’ editions and 
translations of the two tārīkhs into French were published in 1896 and 1913 respectively. 2 
Over the next century several large projects burgeoned, in particular that of John Hunwick3 
																																																								
1 Felix Du Bois, Timbuctoo the mysterious, trans Diana White, New York, Longmans, Green, & Co, 1896  
  
2 Octave Houdas (ed. and trans.), Tarikh es-soudan par Abderrahman ben Abdallah ben ‘Imran ben ‘Amir Es-
Sa’di , 2 volumes (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1898–1900); Octave Houdas and Maurice Delafosse, eds. and trans., 
Tarikh el-fettach par Mahmoud Kati et l’un de ses petit fils, 2 volumes (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1913), both 
reprinted (Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1964 and 1981). 
	
3 John Hunwick, “Studies in the Tarīkh al-fattāsh I: its authors and textual history”, Research Bulletin, Centre of 
Arabic Documentation 5 (1969), 57–65; “Studies in the Tarīkh al-fattāsh II: an alleged charter of privilege 
issued by Askiya al-ḥājj Muḥammad to the descendants of Mori Hawgāro”, Sudanic Africa 3 (1992), 133–148; 
Timbuktu and the Songhay Empire: al-Sa‘dī's Tarikh al-Sūdān down to 1613 and other contemporary 
documents (Leiden: Brill, 1999). 
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Nehemia Levtzion,4 Joseph Brun,5 Madina Ly,6 Elias Saad,7 and Nobili & Mathee.8 These 
works concerned themselves primarily with the sources, authorship and genesis of the tārīkhs 
advancing new theories especially of the so-called Tārīkh al-fattāsh, and Timbuktu’s social 
history. Paulo F. de Moraes Farias has more recently drawn attention to the chronicles as 
political projects with certain motives. Moraes	Farias	shows	that	the	tarikh	authors	were	
intellectual	innovators	and	politico‐ideological,	not	merely	passive	conduits	of	
tradition.9 Their historiography was not	merely	an	objective	narrations	of	events	but	one	
with	a	motive	aimed	at	reconciling	between	three	elites.   
 
This article adds a dimension lacking from these previous modern studies. It brings into the 
discussion Muslim theology as a resource of the three tārīkhs—Songhay oralcy, Tuāreg 
folklore, sorcery accounts, accounts of trustworthy individuals older local written local 
histories, classical Muslim historiography, etc. were its other resources. The article looks, 
however, only at the Tārīkh al-Sūdān. More specifically, it identifies Ashʿarī kalām 
(theology), the main theological expression of Sunni Islam, as the theological resource of the 
tārīkh. I argue that the precepts of Ashʿarī kalām are so pivotal a resource of the Tārīkh al-
																																																								
4 Nehemia Levtzion, “Was Maḥmūd Ka‘tī the author of the Tarīkh al-Fattāsh?” Research Bulletin Centre of 
Arabic Documentation, University of Ibadan 6–1/2 (1970), 1–12; “A seventeenth century chronicle by Ibn al-
Mukhtār: a critical study of the Tarīkh al-fattāsh”, Bulletin of the school of African and oriental studies 34 no. 3 
(1971), 571-593. 
	
5 Joseph Brun, “Notes sur le tarikh el-fettach”, Anthropos 9 (1914), 590-596. 
 
6 Madina Ly, “ Quelques remarques sur le Tarikh el-fettach”, Bulletin de l’Institut Fondamental d’Afrique Noire 
34 no. 3 (1972), 471–493. 
 
7 Elias Saad, Social history of Timbuktu: the role of Muslim scholars and notables (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983). 
 
8Mauro Nobili & Mohamed Mathee, “Towards a new study of the so-called Tārīkh al-fattāsh”, in History in 
Africa 42 (2015), 37-73. 
 
9 Paulo Fernando Moraes de Farias, Arabic medieval inscriptions from the Republic of Mali: epigraphy, 
chronicles and Songhay-Tuāreg history (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003). Moraes Farias summarized 
a section of this work in a book chapter, “Intellectual innovation and reinvention of the Sahel: the seventeenth-
century Timbuktu chronicles,” in Shamil Jeppie and Souleymane B. Diagne (eds.), The Meanings of Timbuktu 
(Cape Town: Human Sciences Research Council of South Africa Press, 2008), 95–107. 
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Sūdān that it would be hard to imagine the writing of the tārīkh without them.  I argue that 
Ashʿarī kalām as a resource of the Tārīkh al-Sūdān effectively allows for one to show the 
Timbuktu tārīkhs’ political properties Moraes Farias’ reading identifies. Hence the tārīkhs’ 




































































1591	 on	 the	 very	 day	 the	 Moroccan	 army	 set	 forth	 from	Marrakesh.	 They	 promised	
Paradise;	they	had	healing	powers,	they	were	a	protection	against	civil	strife,	they	had	
bodies	that	were	immune	from	arrows	and	fire,	they	saw	angels,	and	they	knew	what	was	
in	 peoples’	 hearts	 and	minds.14	Even	 the	 Prophet’s	 Companions	were	 not	 better	 than	








The	Songhay	kings,	 including	 the	great	al‐ḥājj	Askiya	Muḥammad,	 stand	 in	awe	of	 the	
scholars,	obey	their	commands	and	seek	their	company	in	the	royal	courts,	which	they	
nevertheless	always	refuse.	Even	Sunni/Sii15	 ʿAlī,	despite	his	reported	bad	treatment	of	





15 Sii is another form of Sunni, the title of the pre-Askiya rulers (from ʿAlī Kulun the founder of the dynasty to 
the last Sii Ali Ber who ruled from 1468-1493) of the Songhay dynasty used in the Tārīkh al-Sūdān and in 
modern writing about the dynasty. The Tārīkh al-fattāsh uses the form Sh-y (or Shī) while the Notice historique 
gives the title as Suʿi or Suʾi; Sõnyi, s-ī, sh-ī are other variant spellings of suʿi and suʾi, Hunwick, Timbuktu and 
the Songhay Empire, p. 333-334. Throughout this article, I use this translation by John Hunwick of the Tārīkh 
al-Sūdān to reference my citations from the manuscript of ʿAbd al-Raḥmān l-Saʿdī’s Tārīkh al-Sūdān, ms 681, 
IHERI-AB.    














































doesሻ.23	As Hunwick points out, the qāḍīs, imams, khaṭībs, and other holymen of Songhay’s 
constituted religious estate bonded together by a common faith expressed through the Maliki 
law-school, the theology of Ashʿarī, and a broad  Ṣūfī mystical understanding.24 







































takes	 it	 away	 from	whom	 so	 He	wishes	 Unique	 is	 He,	 a	 powerful,	mighty,	 and	















































which	 is	 religiously	 problematique.	 It	 does	 not	 frame	 events,	 but	 coexists	with	 them.	
Furthermore,	 time,	 or	 events,	 is	 atomized	 as	 a	 series	 of	 discontinued	 moments	
interspersed	with	 non‐being.	However,	 Fakhr	 al‐Dīn	 al‐Rāzī	 ሺd.	 1210	 CEሻ,	 the	 Ashʿarī	
mutakallim	ሺtheologianሻ	and	philosopher	ሺd.	606ሻ	held	the	view	that	although	time	did	














extreme	 limit	 of	 immorality,	 the	 worst	 crimes,	 the	 open	 committing	 of	 the	 most	
disagreeable	deeds	to	God’s	sight,	the	display	of	the	ugliest	deeds	and	links	it	to	al‐Saʿdī’s	
reference	to	the	Qurʾānic	phrase,	“Innā	lillāhi	wa	innā	ilayhi	rājiʿūn”,	
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of	 al‐Saʿdī’s	 tārīkh.	 Al‐Saʿdī	 shows	 a	 stark	 contrast	 between	 Timbuktu’s—and	
Songhay’s—earlier	and	later	generations.		





delighted	 in	 telling,	 and	what	 they	most	desired	 to	 speak	of	 among	 themselves.	





jealousy,	 back‐biting,	 tittle‐tattle,	 scandal‐mongering,	 and	 concocting	 lies	 about	
people	God	preserve	us	from	such	things	for	they	lead	to	evil	consequences.”31	
	





that	degeneration	 is	not	entirely	unilineal	but	also	happens	 in	cycles.	Does	 it	 then	not	
compromise	 my	 claim	 that	 the	 Tārīkh	 al‐Sūdān	 employs	 Ashʿarī	 kalām?	 Is	 it	 not	 a	
departure	from	Ashʿarī	thought	or	maybe	just	a	general	idea	that	can	be	invoked	at	any	


















Nevertheless,	 al‐Saʿdī’s	 point	 is	 that	 unlike	 the	 earlier	 generations,	 Timbuktu	 and	
Songhay’s	 later	generations	do	not	value	history	nor	do	 they	appreciate	 the	 feats	and	
exploits	of	the	ancestors.	They	lack	interest	in	history	and	even	lack	respect	for	elders.	
This	description	of	Timbuktu/Songhay’s	later	generations	reflects	the	Ashʿarī	notion	of	








everyday	 human	 behavior.	 Rather,	 these	 traits	 and	 acts	 indicate	 the	 Ashʿarī	 view	 of	
history:	 the	 inevitable	 and	 pre‐determined	 degeneration	 in	 peoples’	 morals	 and	
















Companions	 after	 the	 Prophet’s	 demise	 with	 the	 Successor	 generation35,	 and	 the	
Successors	 after	 the	 demise	 of	 the	 last	 Companion.	 Thus	 the	 best,	 most	 sublime	
ሺtaḥaqquq	 al‐afḍalሻ	was	 already	 realized	with	 the	 first	 three	 generations	 of	Muslims.	
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My	 reference	 to	Ḥadīth	 should	not	be	 read	 that	 I	 am	switching	 from	Ashʿarī	kalām	 to	
Ḥadīth	 as	 the	 resource	 at	 work	 in	 the	 Tārīkh	 al‐Sūdān.	 ሺAl‐Saʿdī	 does	 not	 even	 cite	
prophetic	ḥadīths	in	his	tārīkhሻ.	Rather,	my	reference	to	the	ḥadīth	is	 insofar	as	 it	 is	a	
“container”	of	the	Ashʿarī	doctrine	of	time	as	a	move	away	from	the	ideal	reality	and	a	
retrogression	 in	human	behaviour.	 It	shows	a	relationship	between	kalām	and	Ḥadīth	
insofar	 as	 the	 former	was	 often	 the	 raison	 d’etre	 of	 the	 latter,	 i.e.	 of	many	 individual	
ḥadīth	reports.	The	relationship	between	the	science	of	ʿilm	al‐kalām	ሺtheologyሻ	on	the	
one	 hand	 and	 Ḥadīth	 and	 the	 other	 sciences38	 of	 the	 Muslim	 religious‐intellectual	
tradition	on	the	other	hand	is	interesting.	ʿ Ilm	al‐kalām	enjoys	centrality	vis‐à‐vis	the	rest	
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harshness	fear,	hardship	affliction,	and	distress	 in	 its	 later	days	and	eventual	collapse.	
Pagans	sacked	and	plundered	its	once	secure	lands.	Songhay’s	people	began	to	attack	one	
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Songhay	royals’	sexual	debauchery	is	al‐Saʿdī’s	invention,	or	at	least	an	embellished	
reconstruction.	Or	as	with	the	carnivorous	horses,	Yusuf	Koi	and	the	Songhay	royals’	
sexual	debauchery	may	have	been	a	product	of	pagan	oralcy	that	al‐Saʿdī	reworked.	
Timbuktu’s	seventeenth‐century	historians	aimed	at	reinforcing	the	symbolic	capital	of	
the	Askiya	lineages	deploying	writing	strategies	that	prevented	narrative	breaks	where	
evidence	was	missing.77	Al‐Saʿdī	was	not	Voltaire’s	Jesuitical	historian,	who	could	never	
tell	a	true	tale,	much	less	write	a	true	history.78	He	skilfully	and	elegantly	practiced	the	
historian’s	craft.79	Premodern	historiography	practiced	the	art	of	telling	stories.80	Al‐
Saʿdī	was	a	story	teller.		
	
	
	
																																																								
77	Moraes	Farias,	Intellectual	innovation	and	reinvention,	96.	
	
78	Quoted	in,	Partha	Chatterjee,	The	black	hole	of	empire:	history	of	a	global	practice	of	power	ሺRanikhet	
Cantt:	Permanent	Black,	2012ሻ,	44‐45.			
	
79	The	good	historian,	according	to	pre‐modern	Muslim	historian	al‐Masʿūdī,	is	like	a	woodpecker.	Quoted	
in	Khalidi,	Tarif,	Islamic	historiography:	the	histories	of	Masʻūdī	ሺAlbany:	State	University	of	New	Your	
Press,	1975ሻ,	5‐6.	
	
80	Michel	de	Certeau,	The	practice	of	everyday	life	ሺBerkley:	University	of	California	Press,	1984ሻ,	81.		
